Metabolism of Cyclic Compounds M. FLORKIN and E. H. STOTZ (eds.), Elsevier Publishing Co., Amsterdam. Pp. xiv + 541. £8 lOs.
This is the fourth of the five volumes devoted to metabolism. Cyclic compounds are not a natural division of biochemistry, though the recurrent theme of synthesis of complex from simple molecules and the overlap of some subjects from one chapter to another give a feeling of continuity.
The clinical biochemist will be most interested in the first two chapters. The first deals lucidly with a wide field including vitamins A, E, and K, ubiquinone, carotenoids and some plant and insect hormones. In Chapter 2 David Gower deals with mammalian steroid hormones and bile acids concentrating upon enzymology and catabolism and treating steroid conjugates particularly fully-a welcome emphasis in a review of this sort.
Chapters on fiavonoids and tannins are enlivened by frequent reference to the experimental findings on which putative pathways are based. The flavonoid chapter deals with their metabolism in animals and the tannins, though their biosynthesis is well covered, are defined by reference to their reaction with an animal product. Such biochemical egocentricity is unfortunate. A danger in a book of this kind is that metabolic pathways will be seen as the end; as Bentley and Campbell say (when considering reactions in fungi) 'One unfortunate development which occurred was a tendency to separate biosynthesis, as studied by organic chemists, from the main stream of biochemistry and molecular biology.' A chapter on lignin biosynthesis and breakdown largely avoids these pitfalls.
The final two chapters-half the book-deal respectively with the nitrogen-containing secondary metabolites of plants and secondary metabolites of fungi. Secondary metabolites comprise a range of compounds whose functions are unknown; suggested functions include substrate impounding and keeping metabolic pathways 'ticking over'.
It is a pity that the editors could find no space for vitamin D: as a steroid which promotes translocation of an ion its logical place is with aldosterone. It is unforgivable that they allowed the chapter on flavonoids to have no subheadings in its 41 pages. On the credit side the book is generally well set out, the 1,800 references include many from 1967, the index is very good and the editors have solved in a satisfactory way the formidable problem of dividing this heterogeneous subject into chapters.
The direct value of this book to the clinical biochemist is limited but will grow as the increasing complexity of analytical procedures forces us to recognise and study those compounds, dietary in origin, which we now encounter as 'interfering' substances.
M That human seminal fluid has an action on the muscle of the uterus has been known for many years, but the discovery that this action differed in the uterus of the fertile woman from that of the infertile woman led to a search for the active agent. Thus was started our knowledge of 'prostaglandins'. Prostaglandins is the name given to a group of poly-unsaturated fatty acids, now known to exist in many organs other than the prostate although the seminal fluid has the highest concentration. Already 13 different prostaglandin fatty acids have been isolated from human semen.
It is remarkable that these substances, so little known to the majority of chemists and biochemists and practically unknown to the clinical biochemist only a few years ago, should be the subject of an international and well-informed symposium in 1966. This book, published as No.2 of the Nobel Symposium series, reports the symposium. It is a remarkable record of the achievement in unravelling the problem of prostaglandins and consists of 34 papers, some only one page long, dealing with the isolation, structure, biosynthesis, the specificity of action and studies of the effects on pregnant and non-pregnant myometrium, seminal vesicles, vagina, lung, heart, adipose tissue, intestine, brain and the interaction with other metabolic agents. As is usual in reports of symposia, the standard of the papers varies, some are generally informative, some are short and some limited to one aspect only. The chapters dealing with the isolation structure and biosynthesis are adequate and comprehensive but the discussion on the biological activity of the prostaglandins is limited and the clinical application is not stressed. There appears to be no discussion on the role of these fatty acids in many aspects of ill health, diarrhoea for example, in which they may play a causitive role, although as there is no index to the book it is difficult to be certain. The time interval is too short to have an appraisal of the clinical usefulness of this group of substances and we may have to wait for 55
